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of protein for the mountain pygmy 
possum, a tiny 45 g possum and the 
only mammal unique to alpine and 
subalpine areas of Australia. Pygmy 
possums have a range totalling less 
than ten square kilometres and almost 
entirely coincident with Australian ski 
resorts, so it is perhaps fortuitous for 
them that they hibernate during the 
winter. Winter-active mammals, like 
the dusky antechinus (a carnivorous 
marsupial mouse), the common bush 
rat and the broad toothed rat, survive 
the cold by foraging in a network of 
corridors formed under the snow by 
the understorey in which temperatures 
remain relatively stable all winter. 
The cold mountain streams 
are home to a species of fish, 
the mountain galaxia, that uses 
specialised fins to climb over rocks, 
enabling these fish to seek out better 
water sources in difficult times. Once 
widespread but now restricted to 
alpine and sub-alpine pools because 
of competition from the introduced 
brown trout, they sun themselves on 
rocks, and were once even observed 
lying on the ice, to regulate their body 
temperature.
The alps were once an important 
region for indigenous Australians and 
there are many traces of their use. The 
Birrigai Shelter was used by them as 
far back as 21,000 years ago and last 
used by them in the mid-nineteenth 
century. As well as eating bogong 
moths, they developed a technique of 
‘farming’ possums by making traps in 
hollow trees.
Possibly the rarest species found 
in the alps — the two and a half 
centimetre long, yellow and black 
striped southern corroboree frog — is 
listed as critically endangered 
under IUCN classification, and there 
are thought to be fewer than one 
thousand remaining in the wild. These 
brightly coloured, diminutive frogs 
were once abundant and famous 
for their grunting calls, but over the 
past thirty years their numbers have 
dropped dramatically due to infection 
by the chytrid fungus and probably 
also many years of drought. The name 
corroboree is an aboriginal word for 
meeting or gathering and their range 
coincides with an area where tribes 
would gather to feast on bogong 
moths in the summer, adding their 
own corroboree to the chorus of 
mating frogs. Now neither gathering is 
audible, though a few frogs, at least, 
remain.Europeans have been rethinking their 
attitudes towards animals this year, 
particularly their closest relatives: 
the great apes. In the summer, the 
environment committee of the Spanish 
parliament voted to grant limited rights 
to our closest biological relatives.
The committee wished to bind Spain 
to the principles of the Great Ape 
Project, which points to apes’ human 
qualities, including the ability to feel 
fear and happiness, create tools, use 
languages, remember the past and 
plan for the future.
The European Commission has also 
proposed stricter controls on the use of 
animals in medical testing, including a 
symbolic ban on experiments involving 
the great apes. The draft directive 
announced last month — in the making 
for eight years — would outlaw testing 
on chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas and 
orang-utans, unless experiments were 
needed to counter a new epidemic 
of life-threatening illness. The ban is 
symbolic because great apes are no 
longer used in experiments.
Spain’s vote was inspired by the 
work of Peter Singer, an ethicist 
from Princeton University, and Paola 
Cavalieri, an Italian philosopher, who 
conceived the Great Ape Project. They 
regard apes as part of a ‘community of 
equals’ with humans.
“Scientific research must 
focus on finding alternative 
methods to animal testing. 
But, where alternatives are 
not available, the situation of 
animals used in experiments 
must be improved.”
Under discussion in Spain, it is 
proposed that it would be illegal to kill 
apes except in self-defence, use them 
for medical experiments, imprison them, 
or use them for circuses or films. The 
300 apes in Spanish zoos would not be 
freed but better conditions would be 
mandated.
EU debate on the use of animals in 
experiments is opening up the issue 
again. Nigel Williams reports.
Animal splits The EU, however, still proposes the use of other primates, such as 
macaques and marmosets, and all 
animals ‘likely to experience pain’, 
although use would be restricted, with 
measures including ethical evaluations 
of all new projects by a ‘competent 
authority’ and rules on appropriate 
cage size and living environments.
About 12 million animals are used in 
experiments each year in the EU, the 
vast majority of which are rats and mice, 
with monkeys making up one per cent.
Half of all animals are used to 
test new drugs, a third for biological 
research and a small number for 
testing cosmetic products. The EU’s 
new chemical safety laws may mean 
an increase in the number of tests on 
substances used in everyday products.
Experiments on primates tend 
to focus on neurological disorders 
such as Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s and 
multiple sclerosis, as well as complex 
pathologies such as HIV, malaria and 
cancer. “It is absolutely important to 
steer away from testing on animals,” 
says environment commissioner 
Stavros Dinas.
“Scientific research must focus on 
finding alternative methods to animal 
testing. But, where alternatives are not 
available, the situation of animals used 
in experiments must be improved.”
Animal rights campaigners, such 
as the Dr Hadwen Trust for Humane 
Research, gave the proposals a 
guarded welcome but plan to lobby 
MEPs to extend the directive to cover 
invertebrates and animal foetuses and 
to ban any test  that causes ‘severe 
or prolonged pain’.
“This is a one-off opportunity for 
Europe to lead the world in ending 
animal experiments and replacing them 
with the most technologically advanced 
non-animal techniques science can 
offer,” the group’s Emily Mclvor said.
The European Commission first 
acknowledged in 2001 that its current 
directive on animal testing was 
outdated and in need of improvement. 
Progress on producing a draft has 
been extremely slow. 
Some scientists worry that the new 
legislation will drive animal testing 
out of Europe to overseas centres 
where animals may receive worse 
treatment than at present. The scientific 
community is also concerned MEPs 
will further tighten up the directive 
for political reasons. And last year 
some MEPs backed a declaration 
demanding a timetable for replacing all 
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What is your background and how 
did it facilitate your becoming a 
scientist? Neither of my parents 
had the opportunity, nor the means, 
to attend University. My father was 
a Holocaust survivor who settled 
in Canada after the Second World 
War. He operated a shoe store in an 
economically depressed part of Toronto 
for most of his working life. Newcomers 
to Toronto as well as long-time 
Canadians came to the store to buy 
shoes and chat with my father about 
their lives and he shared his life story 
with his customers. He also spoke to 
school children about his life in Hungary 
and how quickly certain groups were 
dehumanized. He believed that people’s 
racism, anti-Semitism or sexism could 
be changed ‘one person at a time’ 
by getting to know one another and 
sharing our stories. My mother was 
born in Canada during the depression 
and taught young children. Both of 
my parents were self-educated, very 
well read and loved to discuss ideas. 
My parents worked hard to enable my 
brothers and me to go to university and 
believed that education would open 
many doors for us that were closed to 
them. I was born in the mid-1950s when 
few women had careers. As a young 
girl, I liked to play and collect things 
in the nearby creek. Playing school 
was among my favourite childhood 
Q & Aprimates in research. Many primates 
face extinction, they argued, as a result 
of increased habitat destruction and 
eating their flesh, known as bushmeat. 
“It may be difficult to protect primates 
from these threats if it is perceived 
these species are used freely by 
Western academic institutions,” the 
MEPs warned. But this declaration was 
rejected by the European Commission 
in drawing up its new directive, 
although many researchers fear that 
the European Parliament will seek to 
change the proposals.
“We are dismayed that some 
members of the European parliament 
are burying their heads in the sands of 
anti-vivisection propaganda, refusing 
to even meet researchers or visit 
animal facilities,” said Simon Festing, 
director of the Research Defence 
Society in the UK.
“I do despair of the constant battles 
we have to fight just to continue to 
do good science and save lives. 
These waves of anti-science we keep 
experiencing are disquieting,” said 
neuroscientist Tipu Aziz of Oxford 
University.
 “Modern biology is hugely 
dependent on the use of animals in 
research. Not only has the use of 
animals in research contributed to 
our understanding of how the human 
body works and the development 
of treatments and medicines that 
reduce human suffering and save 
lives, but it is also vital to progress in 
veterinary medicine,” says Britain’s 
science academy, the Royal Society. 
“It is important the directive balances 
benefits to humans with animal welfare 
for the greater good of both. As a 
means of achieving that balance the 
Society strongly endorses the principle 
of the 3Rs to reduce, refine and replace 
the use of animals in research where 
possible.”
Focus: New discussions in Europe on animal experiments focus on the issue of using pri-
mates. (Photo: Koehler Primate Research Centre; http://wkprc.eva.mpg.de at MPI-EVA.)
